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ABSTRACT 
Learning challenges seem to persist in different ways in rural based universities. These 
challenges have led to increase in drop-out rates, as well as several menaces in the African 
society. Hence, this study explored the learning challenges among undergraduate students in 
rural universities in Africa. Review of related literatures revealed that undergraduates in the 
African rural universities experience common learning challenges which include: cognit ive 
learning challenge, poor academic foundation, academic malpractice amongst academic staff 
and students, as well as lecturer-students’ relationship. These are caused by lack of facilit ies, 
students’ family socio-economic background, amongst others. The study therefore 
recommends that the necessary facilities and structures needed to facilitate teaching and 
learning practices should be provided. More lecturers should be recruited. Cordial student -
lecturer relationships should be encouraged and promoted. In addition, policies that will ensure 
safety on campus, adoption and use of the most suitable language of instruction amongst others 
should be established. The study suggests the need for additional focus on the quality added to 
university education in developing African nations.  
Keywords: developing African nations, learning challenges, rural undergraduate univers ity 
students, Nigeria, South Africa  
INTRODUCTION 
The State of Education in Africa report by the Africa-America Institute (2015) indicates that 
enrolment rate into tertiary institutions in Sub-Saharan Africa has been the lowest (due to 
finance, structure, interest, among others) compared to other parts of the world, yet the drop-
out rate is still alarming. For instance, according to the South African Council on Higher 
Education (CHE) (2014) about 50% drop-out rate is experienced in South Africa. Another 
report by the Council of Higher Education (2013) that tracked students over a period of five 
years, shows that 41% drop-out rate is experienced annually in South African higher 
institutions. This suggests that the annual rate of drop-out in South Africa is quite high. 
Ironically, South Africa remains top in Africa on the list of African and world ranking of 
universities.  
Similarly, the Western African region has experienced high drop-out rates in a number of 
Universities. Sainta, Hartnettb and Strassner (2003) state that Nigeria experiences 20% drop-
out rate annually. In 2002, the National Universities Commission (NUC) declared that 50 
percent rate of dropout was discovered in six state universities in Nigeria while 10 percent 
drop-out rate was experienced in three federal universities in places such as Kano, Maiduguri 
and Owerri (NUC 2002). More recently, a report by the International Organization for 
Migration (2014) suggests that Nigeria still experiences a high drop-out rate of approximate ly 
17%. The reason for the increased drop-out rate has been attributed to various learning 
challenges encountered by students while undertaking one programme or the other at the 
institution of higher learning. The reports of Akoojee and Nkomo (2008); NUC (2002) and 
International Organization for Migration (2014) suggest that the high rates of drop-outs are 
experienced more in rural based or black dominated universities. Suffice to state that; 
experiences in rural based and black dominated universities in Africa differ from urban and 
white dominated universities. These experiences are possibly traceable to the causes of learning 
challenges encountered by students, consequently, the reason for the increase in the rate of 
drop-outs. 
Nigeria and South Africa are described as the two leading nations in Africa in terms of economy 
(IMF 2015). These countries were once British colonies and seem to have similar experiences, 
especially in the area of education. Statistically, there are learning challenges experienced by 
students which eventually lead to high rate of dropouts from tertiary institutions in the two 
countries. For instance, owing to learning challenges encountered by students, Nigeria 
experiences a 20% annual rate of dropouts, while South Africa experiences about 40% 
(Macgregor 2007). This can be attributed to a series of factors such as language and academic 
literacy skills, institutional cultures, and lack of infrastructural resources (Sawir, 2005; Glew, 
Dixon & Salamonson, 2015, Meier & Hartell 2009, Wellman & Fallon 2012). Univers ity 
pedagogical systems and student-lecturer relationship are also described as attributive reasons 
for some learning challenges experienced amongst students at the tertiary level of education 
(Abrantes, Seabra & Lages, 2007; Kuzhumannil & Fehring, 2009; and Postareff, Lindblom-
Ylnne & Nevgi, 2008). 
Sequel to the argument of the factors attributed to the causes of challenges in learning, some 
scholars (Kemp, Smith, & Segal, 2016) opine that learning disorders or disabilities should 
rather be reflected. Learning challenges, learning disorders, learning disabilities, learning 
deficiencies, are generally used interchangeably to mean challenges that hamper the learning 
abilities of individuals. In the context of this study, learning challenges and learning disorders 
are understood as having distinct definitions.  Black (2013), Holly and Sharp (2014) and 
McConkey, Taggart, and Kane, (2015) posit that learning disabilities include health challenges 
that can be characterised by a lack of potential capability to comprehend new or complex pieces 
of information and to acquire new skills; and lack of capability to function independently.  
McCarron, Swinburne, Burke, McGlinchey, Mulryan, Andrews, Foran and McCallion (2011) 
assert that usually, these may be health impairment that started before adulthood, with an 
enduring consequence on the individual's development. Learning challenges, on the other hand, 
will strictly refer to learning difficulties emanating from physical, social and environmenta l 
factors.  According to Caschera (2013) and Fook and Sidhu (2015), learning challenges are 
characterised by socioeconomic factors, environmental factors, parental factors, peer factors, 
lecturer related factors, cultural factors, and educational policies which influence the learning 
abilities of students. 
The statistics on the rate of drop out of undergraduate university students in three African 
nations: Ethiopia, Nigeria and South Africa suggests that there are prevailing learning 
challenges amongst undergraduate students in the continent (NUC, 2002, Macgregor, 2007 and 
CHE, 2013). According to Adeyemi (2001) access to institutions of higher learning remains 
participatory despite all efforts put in place. It is imperative to explore learning challenges in 
higher learning institutions from the undergraduate students' perspectives as they experience 
these challenges.  
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
Learning is a social phenomenon that operates within the societal spectrum in a given 
environment, by implication learning challenges are constituted by social and environmenta l 
factors. Hence, a proper review of appropriate perspectives of learning as a social and societal 
phenomenon will help to properly evaluate predict the possible future of the academic system 
and society.  
Social learning theorists and psychologists, describe learning as a relative permanent change 
in behaviour or knowledge (Weinstein & Mayer 1986). Weinstein and Mayer (1986) further 
enunciate that the change is based on the individual’s exposure and experience in the 
environment. Shuell (1986:47) clarifies that learning is “an enduring change in behaviour or in 
the capacity to behave in a given fashion, which results from practice or other forms of 
experience”. Learning is “a persisting change in human performance or performance potential 
as a result of the learner’s interaction with the environment” (Driscoll, 1994; 8). From the 
definitions above, learning theorists consider the ‘environment as the main premise upon which 
learning takes place”.  
Learning challenges are described as neurological variances in handling, manipulat ing, 
controlling and using information that severely limit an individual's ability to acquire, study, 
understand and learn in a particular skill area (Vakil, Blachstein, Wertman-Elad, & Greenstein, 
2012). The skills area can include reading, writing, drawing, calculation and so on. Meanwhile, 
Learning Disabilities Association of Canada (2015) describes learning challenges as disorders 
which may affect the way and manner pieces of information are acquired, organised, retained, 
understood and put to use verbally or nonverbally. According to the association, the individua ls 
with learning challenges demonstrate average abilities necessary for thinking and/or reasoning. 
Thus, they state that learning challenges differ from the normal universal intellectual dearth. 
Siegel (2015) consents to this opinion when he states that IQ tests scores are not significant 
and essential when learning challenges are to be defined. In other words, learning challenges 
are different from intellectual and intelligence dearth. LDAC (2015) avers that learning 
challenges emanate from deficiencies in different processes related to the way individua ls 
perceive, think, remember or learn about different subject matters. These include language 
processing; phonological processing; processing speed; memory and retention, amongst others. 
Kemp et al. (2016) describe learning challenges as a variety of learning problems which make 
students unable to comprehend properly in relation to their peers. Kemp et al. (2016) further 
argue that students with learning challenges can be as brilliant as their counterparts, not 
necessarily lazy, however, due to some reasons they find it difficult to process information 
appropriately as and when due. Thus, Kemp et al. (2016) as well as Cavendish (2013), Dednam 
(2011), Nel, Nel and Hugo (2012), Van Niekerk et al. (2014) and Vermoter (2011) characterize 
learning challenges by the following: tussle in the use of cognitive schemes, poor attention, 
retention, and logical skills, auditory impediment, visual perceptual impediment, poor sensory 
assimilation.  
Learning challenges according to Caschera (2013) can be environmental, social, and socio-
economic based, not necessarily psychological or health based. In other words, learning 
challenges emanate from lack of response to some visible and physical factors (Cortiella, 
2009). According to Grisham-Brown and Hemmeter (2017) curriculum development and 
implementation is a phenomenon that can constitute learning challenges, while Caschera 
(2013) opine that fund, class size, lecturer, among others are factors that constitute learning 
challenges. However, according to Fook and Sidhu (2015) learning challenge experiences are 
characterised by the following: cognitive learning challenges, poor time management, inability 
to cope with reading materials, assignment burden, instructional challenge, inactive student 
participation, language of instruction challenge, and cultural differences. Thus, in this study, 
learning challenges are characterised from different perspectives: personal, family, univers ity 
and the government. 
HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF TERTIARY INSTITUTIONS IN SUB-SAHARA 
AFRICAN UNIVERSITIES 
Many African countries gained political independence before 1960, however, independence 
over foreign institutions of learning was difficult initially (Woldegiorgis & Doevenspeck, 
2013). The inherited foreign institutions lacked the support of the public due to lack of trust. 
They were still considered as tools for operation and colonization to be used by the colonia l 
masters (Eicher, 1973). During the period of independence, Africa lacked indigenous trained 
personnel who could control and direct the affairs of the institutions of learning, includ ing 
tertiary institutions. Hence, shortly after independence, focus was placed on higher education 
and it was saddled with a significant responsibility to function as agent of growth in nation 
building, economic development, and creation of reputable and respected African identity.  
Thus, post independent African tertiary education policies in the late 1960s and early 1970s 
focused on designing and developing policies that aimed at amending colonial prejudices, and 
undertaking operative means towards ensuring that socio-economic development was achieved 
(World Bank, 1998). Hence, decolonization was fought against through the policies. Tertiary 
institutions were considered as bedrock and instrument for transformation both politically and 
economically. These institutions therefore became responsible for training and raising 
professionals in different fields, imparting and transferring knowledge, and promoting tertiary 
education by allowing impartial participation.     
During this era (1960s/70s), education received full attention based on the needs of the 
continent in relation to the prominence of the theory of Adams Smith which shows the 
interconnection between the level of education of a person and output (Bloom, David, & Chan 
2005).  Also, the declaration of the United Nations on the decade being a period of development 
cum the importance of education to the development of Africa gave education much 
recognition. This led to a meeting of heads of government and state in Addis Ababa on tertiary 
education matters in May 1961. In 1962, all leaders of universities in Africa held a conference 
in Tananarive, Madagascar, where it was established that all leaders must see tertiary 
institutions as the basis for economic growth. The need arose to determine and set Africa’s 
priority and objectives to enable the continent enjoy social reconstruction and global economic 
affluence. Hence, several other conferences were held in Khartoum, Ethiopia and Ghana. The 
outcome of these conferences made tertiary institutions to receive better attention, based on the 
idea that it was the premise upon which economic growth was to be achieved (Aina, 1994).  
Tertiary institutions were therefore made to help in nation building as well as making the people 
appreciate and accept their culture. Thus, tertiary institutions functioned as agents of 
africanisation (defining, interpreting, transmitting and promoting African thoughts, identity, 
philosophies, and culture (Msila, 2009). This was done due to the paradigm shift aimed at 
creating better awareness and self-consciousness on African students. Moreover, these 
institutions were products of colonial settings, most of the academic staff members were non-
Africans and there was a change in the curricula since the content was not in harmony with the 
demands of the African continent (Ki-Zerbo, 1973). In 1973, a workshop was held for African 
University leaders and policy makers in Accra, Ghana by the Association of African 
Universities (AAU) in order to deliberate on how a true African identity can be built through 
tertiary institutions. The outcome of this workshop was the production of a paper on “Creating 
the African University: Emerging issues in the 1970s” (Yesufu, 1973). During the workshop, 
it was agreed that dependence on foreign academic members of staff must be eradicated 
through curriculum reform, establishment of indigenous universities and raising the number of 
indigenous members of staff who understand the African tenet. Sequel to this, the following 
universities was established in some African countries: University of Science and Technology, 
Ghana; Ahmadu Bello University, Nigeria, University of Nairobi, Kenya; and University of 
Dares Salaam (Aina, 1994). Also, curricula were revised and the number of indigenous African 
academic members of staff increased by 20 percent between 1979 and 1987 (Saint, 1992). 
Having achieved this fleet, the next port of call was to integrate researches into the teaching 
process in African Universities considering peculiar African challenges (Eicher, 1973).  
In addition, African tertiary institutions served as agents of nation building (Woldegiorgis & 
Doevenspeck, 2013). Yesufu (1973) states that knowing the importance of professionals, these 
institutions helped in producing teachers, engineers, accountants, medical practitione rs, 
lawyers, among others, who were sent to the work force of the African society to help raise the 
continent to standard. Also, in an attempt to fulfil the task of nation building, the Organiza t ion 
of African Unity (OAU) was launched on 25th May 1963 in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, by African 
leaders and African educated elites. The aim for inaugurating the organization was to promote 
African nations and nationalism. 
From the fore going, the policy of tertiary education in Africa was a great success in the 1960s 
and 70s. Social reconstruction, economic growth, africanization of students and institutions of 
learning aimed at nation building were achieved. However, in the 1980s, the economic and 
socio-political conditions of African nations began to experience deterioration which affected 
the universities negatively. Nevertheless, the rate of enrolment into tertiary institut ions 
continued to increase. For instance, enrolment of undergraduate students into African tertiary 
institutions in 1975 was 181,000 but by 1980, the number increased to over 600,000 and by 
1995, the number of enrolment had increased to 1,750,000 (World Bank, 2009). The mismatch 
in the state of the economy and the population growth in enrolment led to poor and unequal 
infrastructures, poor quality in teaching and research, great brain drain. This made African 
leaders to seek interventions by borrowing and pursuing foreign aids (Rena, 2013). 
Consequently, African nations became indebted, even up to the tone of about $300 billion, with 
45 percent of debt servicing in the 1980s (World Bank, 1999). The debt made many African 
governments to yield to the demand of the foreign aiders. For instance, International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB) which had their principles and conditions when giving 
loans eventually meddled with the educational policy of these African nations by introduc ing 
Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs). Focus was then moved from tertiary education to 
primary and secondary education based on the idea that primary and secondary education was 
more profiting and rewarding than tertiary education. Other foreign international aiders 
followed after the World Bank and this made African tertiary institutions to suffer in the 1980s 
lacking global and local support (World Bank, 1998). This caused an adjustment in the role 
performed by African tertiary institutions in the 1990s. However, around the 1990s, the 
economy of the African continent improved with raw materials being exported to other parts 
of the world. According to the report of World Bank (2009) the GDP of Africa had risen from 
around $9 billion in 1990s to $62 billion in 2000s through a yearly flow of Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI). Thus, with this improvement tertiary education received attention once 
again, however, with a shift in the demand. It became an agent of knowledge based economy 
in a progressively global knowledge demanding economic system. The shift made it profitable 
and it earned the support of the World Bank, foreign financial bodies and various governments. 
For instance, by year 2000, 20 percent of the average budget on education in the Sub-Saharan 
African region was for tertiary education (World Bank 2009). Several researches and 
collaborations with foreign institutions of learning and professional organizations have been 
taking place in different fields. Various improvements have been experienced in economic 
growth and development in the continent. Suffice therefore to state that tertiary institutions in 
Africa have been assuming their positions gradually in different areas ranging from training of 
professionals, conducting of researches, leadership, transfer of entrepreneurial skills, 
governance, finance management, agriculture, technology among others (Woldegiorgis & 
Doevenspeck, 2013). 
Additionally, the experiences and support received by African higher education system, 
coupled with the relevance of the programmes offered, tertiary institutions in Africa have 
successfully been positioned as having inestimable values and continue to experience high rate 
of enrolment (Varghese, 2009). Enrolment into tertiary institutions is now being sort by 
individuals of different level, stratum and capability (Woldegiorgis & Doevenspeck, 2013).  
Tertiary education in Africa still remains a challenge (Akoojee & Nkomo, 2008). They posit 
that enrolment rate is relatively high compared to the provisions made available. Thus, this 
poses some sorts of learning challenges to the undergraduate university students and have led 
to dropouts in some instances  (Abubakar & Adebayo, 2014).  Mahmood, Dangi and Ali (2014) 
conducted a study with the aim of exploring the correlation between the number of 
undergraduate students and available infrastructures. The result shows that the rate of 
enrolment into tertiary institutions should correspond with the available infrastructures. 
Contrary to this, learning process will be hampered and increase in annual drop-out rate will 
be experienced (Zyl Andre Van, 2015). This possibly explains the experience in African 
universities.    
LEARNING CHALLENGES IN THE SUB-SAHARA AFRICAN CONTEXT 
Learning challenges vary amongst students. In the same vain, they vary from one country to 
another. For instance, based on the availability and quality of certain materials, personnel, 
among others in certain institutions in some continents of the world, the level and type of 
learning challenges experienced may differ from the experiences amongst undergradua te 
students in African based universities (Akoojee & Nkomo, 2008). Four major learning 
challenges peculiar to undergraduate university students in Africa are identified by Biggs 
(1999). These are:  quality of higher education, type of transferred knowledge, transferred 
skills, laboratory skills as well as assessment and monitoring.  
According to Biggs (1999), quality is a major challenge. Students in African tertiary institut ions 
are not taught for and with quality. Lecturers teach regardless of quality. In other words, while 
students in institutions based in some other continents are taught with quality in view, ensuring 
that they comprehend and receive quality education, African based institutions fail to monitor 
and ensure high quality of delivery to students (Biggs 1999). Thus, this leads to learning 
challenges amongst these students. Lee (2012) corroborates Biggs (1999) when he states based 
on the submission of the British Council's Student Decision Making Survey that students prefer 
to study abroad due to the quality of education they tend to receive. Meanwhile, Fraser and 
Killen (2005) had earlier stated that the quality of education received in African tertiary 
institutions sometimes lead to increase in the rate of drop outs within the continent. 
Furthermore, the type of knowledge transferred to students is another challenge experienced 
amongst students in tertiary institutions in Africa. Gibbs (1989) and Boud (1995) state that the 
type of knowledge transferred to students is of paramount interest and concern. They aver that 
in African tertiary institutions, the workability and functionality of the knowledge transferred 
is not well considered. Whereas practical learning is considered in institutions across other 
continents, theory seems to be given more attention in African institutions (Boud, 1995). Biggs 
(1999) holds the opinion that the knowledge transferred in other institutions abroad is 
functional, as such is useable and productive. Lee (2012) explains that Africans travel abroad 
to study in order to improve their career. In other words, they experience transfer of functiona l 
knowledge which they apply to career in order to be more productive compared to their 
counterparts in African institutions.  
Laboratory skills tend to be limited in African institutions. Thus, according to Biggs (1999), 
limited laboratory skills constitute part of the learning challenges amongst students in tertiary 
institutions in Africa. This implies that students abroad get to enjoy and handle laboratory skills 
and equipment while their counterparts at home lag same due to limitations in the availability 
of the equipment as well as personnel (lab scientists). Boud (1995) affirms the importance of 
the use of laboratory skills and equipment for quality knowledge. However, this is quite 
impossible in most African based institutions of learning.      
Assessment and monitoring is another area of challenge in the African learning context (Biggs 
1999). He opines that the way students are assessed, monitored and evaluated in African 
institutions differ from what is obtainable in other tertiary institutions abroad. He avers that the 
prerequisite to be followed when assessing students are not usually followed in African tertiary 
institutions. Hence, the rate at which feedback is given to students is hampered since there 
seems to be deficiency in the area of assessment. Meanwhile, Boud (1995) disapproves of the 
level of monitoring given to students in African tertiary institutions. He opines that better 
monitoring is to be put in place for better results to be experienced. Thus, Boud (1995), and 
Biggs (1999) concur that learning challenges amongst students in tertiary institutions in Africa 
is constituted by the kind of assessment and monitoring given to them.  
Internet supply is important in promoting learning and consequently knowledge (Olson, Codde, 
DeMaagd, Tarkleson, Sinclair, Yook & Egidio, 2011). Rohleder Bozalek, Carolissen, 
Leibowitz and Swar (2008) aver that the level of internet awareness and supply in African 
institutions constitutes part of the learning challenges amongst students. Dysthe (2002); Johns 
(2003); Johnston and Olekalns (2002); McConnell (2006); Salmon (2003); as well as Sharkey 
(2000) hold the view that poor internet supply affects learning processes in African institutions. 
This possibly accounts for the low rate of enrolment experienced in distance learning 
programmes despite the increase in the population of admission seekers. 
According to Fraser and Killen (2005), the factors constituting learning challenges amongst 
students in tertiary institutions in the African context include: personal motivation of students, 
the study approach adopted by the student, the cultural expectations of the students, skills in 
time management as earlier posited by Lahmers and Zulauf, (2000), as well as the academic 
literacy (Strauss, Goodsir & Ferguson, 2011). They further explain that psychosocial factors as 
earlier explained by McKenzie and Schweitzer (2001) and peer culture discussed by Gainen 
(1995) constitute learning challenges amongst undergraduate university students in the African 
context. In support of Tinto (1975), academic and social systems of any university affect the 
way and rate with which students in African institutions will learn (Meier & Hartell, 2009). 
The interaction and relationship that exist between the students and lecturers will also 
determine the kind of learning challenges experienced in the African context. Meanwhile, 
Kleemann (1994) and McKenzie and Schweitzer, (2001) contest that the beliefs of student in 
their own ability and the support structures obtainable by the students from the institution of 
learning explains the African context of learning challenges experienced by the students. 
Surmise therefore, that factors that constitute learning challenges amongst tertiary institut ion 
students in Africa vary from the perception and experiences amongst tertiary institut ion 
students. 
The experiences of learning challenges are considered to be dependent on certain factors which 
tend to make it more pronounced amongst certain undergraduate students than others (Lewin 
& Mawoyo, 2014). These factors include: socio-economic background, previous learning 
experience, infrastructural facilities among others (Souriyavongsa, Rany, Abidin & Mei, 
2013). 
LEARNING CHALLENGES OF UNIVERSITY STUDENTS IN SOUTH AFRICA AND 
NIGERIA 
Learning challenges of university students are prevalent in various countries and parts of the 
world; developed, developing and less developed nations (Akoojee & Nkomo, 2008 and Fook 
& Sidhu, 2015). This section focuses on the trends in learning challenges with particular 
reference to rural universities of South African and Nigerian. A brief historical perspective of 
tertiary education in the two nations will help to unpack the challenges, their causes and the 
possible effects on learning.  
LEARNING CHALLENGES AMONG UNDERGRADUATE UNIVERSITY STUDENTS 
IN SOUTH AFRICA 
South Africa is rated best in terms of university system of education in Africa (World 
University Ranking, 2017). In the area of research, South Africa ranks top in Africa and is well 
reckoned with across the globe (WUR, 2017). However, in spite of the global recognit ion, 
Leefon, Jacobs, Roux and de Wet (2013) as well as Serfortein and Waal (2015) explain that 
students in South African institutions of learning still experience different forms of learning 
challenges. Leddy and Gazette (2013) and Sundheim (2013) opine that the learning challenges 
include: loss of academic session, language of instruction, student-lecturer relationship, 
feedback, amongst others. The challenges are caused by varying reasons. Hence, it is needful 
to explore some of the learning challenges experienced by undergraduate university students. 
Language of Instruction  
The language of instruction is a vital tool that promotes or hinders learning. The language of 
instruction employed by any instructor during teaching and learning processes determines how 
well the job will be fulfilled. Of course, it is commonly believed that communication is 
incomplete until the decoder has been able to decode the message and there is a feedback. In 
the lecturing process, the lecturer will be considered to have done nothing if the students fail 
to understand what is being said by the lecturer. South Africa has nine indigenous languages 
with two foreign languages (English and Afrikaans). All these languages function as officia l 
languages (Department of Basic Education, 2010). However, Webb (2006) explains that the 
importance of the adoption of English language as medium of instruction in South Africa 
includes the following: 
 It is a constitutionally a requirement for equity and accessibility to tertiary institutions.  
 It is believed by the government that it will foster national integration and bilingua l 
educational institutions.  
 Preference of English language as medium of instruction in tertiary institutions over 
Afrikaans.  
 The belief and preference of South African government on the English language.  
 The demotivation of policy makers to develop and implement an entirely new language 
policy in education.  
Hellsten and Prescot (2004) state that information is best processed in the language in which 
individuals have the highest proficiency. Meanwhile, South African students are most likely to 
have less proficiency in English language and Afrikaans. This implies that the adopted 
languages of instruction in South African institutions of learning will likely pose learning 
challenge to the students who probably have more proficiency and think better in their 
indigenous languages. This probably accounts for the reason for the use of an indigenous 
language as medium of instruction at the early stages of learning in primary school. This is 
probably to help mould the child properly in the language before introducing either of the 
foreign languages as medium of instruction. Unfortunately, this does not stop the child from 
thinking in his/her mother tongue (MT).     
Cultural Diversity 
Cultural diversity has been argued to be one of the factors that pose learning challenges to 
students (Marteleto & Dondero, 2016 and Molina, Plascak, Patrick, Bishop, Coronado & 
Beresford, 2017). South Africa has nine provinces with each having its own unique culture as 
well as language. Thus, as students are admitted from different parts of the country and world, 
they come with their different culture and cultural beliefs. This affects the rate at which they 
learn certain subject matters, especially those that are in contrast with their cultural beliefs. 
Hence, Bala, Arshad and Noh (2017) aver that the curriculum should be designed in a manner 
that it caters for cultural diversities of the students, especially when international students are 
expected to be involved.   
Availability of Information Communication Technology (ICT)  
Shortage of Information Communication Technology (ICT) facilities affects the rate at which 
students learn Akomolafe and Adesua (2016) opine that ICT facilities are very important in 
teaching and learning processes. In the South African context, Bialobrzeska and Cohen (2005) 
explain that ICT facilities, when low in supply and not adequately utilized because lecturers 
fail to use them appropriately as and when due, will constitute part of the learning challenges 
for students. They further stress that the world is changing fast and information that enhances 
learning is increasingly needed. Thus, ICT facilities are needed in high volume. Meanwhile, 
the population of the students compared to the available ICT resources makes it difficult for all 
the students to be accommodated. Additionally, sometimes when ICT facilities are eventua lly 
provided, students fail in harnessing the usefulness of the provided ICT facilities to achieve 
their aim when they eventually have access to the limited ICT facilities (Vakil, Blachste in, 
Wertman-Elad, & Greenstein, 2012). All these amount to learning challenges.  
Assessment and Feedback 
In addition, in the area of assessment various forms of both the lecturers and students are 
lagging in different ways. Assessment of students is basically meant to be a source of feedback 
from the lecturers to the students. Unfortunately, South African universities are not different 
from other universities across the continent. Students get involved in different forms of 
malpractices such as plagiarism, taking micro-chips in for examinations, among others 
(Memory & Memory, 2013 and Petters & Okon, 2014) in order to attain good academic grades, 
thereby making it difficult for the lecturer to know their academic level. According to Samford, 
Shacklock, Connors and Galtung (2016) lecturers, on the other hand, tend to aid and abet this 
criminal offence by intentionally allowing leakages and this increases the rate of learning 
challenges amidst the students. In South African universities, assessment has been organized 
in a manner that seems to be known by both the lecturers and students. For instance, the 
students are aware that they will be assessed on an individual basis and group basis. At the 
level of group base assessment, some students tend to abscond, leaving it into the hands of few 
who try as much as they can to ensure maximum production, yet sometimes they all end up 
scoring the same grades. This will definitely affect those students who chose to abscond. Thus, 
all tasks given to students at any level are to be carried out under the supervision of a lecturer 
(Daniels & McBride, 2001).  
Loss of Academic Session 
Lectures are important to students and enhance their learning abilities (Selepe, 2015). However, 
the loss of academic session which deters students from engaging in learning activities with 
lecturers constitute learning challenge (Nkosi, 2012, Makoni, 2014 and Serino, 2015). 
According to Holgate (2012) loss of academic session can be caused by different factors, 
nevertheless, as long as the factors hinder students from experiencing and engaging in teaching 
and learning activities, learning challenges would be said to have been constituted. This implies 
that failure to have sessions and consult with lecturers is described as learning challenge, as it 
has the ability to hamper the learning abilities of students. 
Lecture Style of Lecturer 
The lecture style of lecturers constitutes learning challenges for students (Sikhwari, Maphosa, 
Masehela & Ndebele, 2015). Students comprehend faster and better when active teaching and 
learning approaches are adopted by the lecturer (Clay & Breslow, 2006). According to Mlambo 
(2011) in the South African context, regardless of the availability of instructional teaching 
support materials, lecturers’ styles of lecturing determine the rate at which students 
comprehend. This implies that the lecture style of lecturers can constitute learning challenges 
for students if not well handled. 
CAUSES OF LEARNING CHALLENGES IN SOUTH AFRICAN UNIVERSITIES 
Statistics show that South Africa with its repute in university education still experiences about 
the highest rate of drop outs (40%) annually in African tertiary institutions compared to other 
nations due to level of learning challenges experienced by students (Akojee and Nkomo 2008). 
Suffice therefore that an exploration be made on the likely causes of some of the learning 
challenges experienced amongst students in South African tertiary institutions. Appointment 
and recruitment of members of staff, population of students, availability of ICT and social 
infrastructures, poor staff welfare, insecurity, language of instruction, orientation, cultura l 
diversity, student unrest, socio-economic status of students among others, are various identified 
causes of learning challenges in the nation (Leibowitz & Bozalek, 2014). The section below 
highlights some of the perceived reviewed causes of learning challenges experienced by 
undergraduate rural based university students as opined by different scholars. 
Perception of Lecturers by Undergraduate University Students    
Every institution is established with the sole aim of imparting and transferring knowledge from 
one person (usually the lecturer) to another (the undergraduate university student). Fraser and 
Killen (2005) conducted a study reviewing literatures on the factors that affect learning. 
Perception of lecturers by students is identified as a major factor. Wadesango and 
Machingambi (2011) conducted a study on the same subject matter (factors that affect learning 
by students) in South African universities. Using convenience sampling technique, the study 
adopted the use of a mixed method. The participants were drawn from 3 universities in South 
Africa. The result of the study indicates that absenteeism of students to lectures constitutes 
learning challenge and one of the major reasons for absenteeism is the nature of the lecturer 
and his or her teaching strategies. From the study, it is deduced that undergraduate univers ity 
students abscond from classes due to their perception of the lecturer and his or her nature. This 
suggests that the way undergraduate university students perceive their lecturers will determine 
their level of attendance to classes as well as participation in class. This consequently affects 
the learning abilities of South African undergraduate university students.  
Population of Undergraduate University Students (Student-Lecturer Ratio) 
Every institution of learning is established to train and equip students to become better people 
in life. Hence, an academic institution without students is not worth being called an institut ion. 
However, the population ratio between lecturers and students is important. Franklin (2013) 
avers that if the population of students in any institution of learning is outrageous when 
compared to the number of lecturers available to instruct, learning challenges are inevitab le. 
The number of enrolment of undergraduate students into South African universities has been 
on the increase (Council of Higher Education, 2013). Table 1 below shows the population 
increase in South African universities as well as the population of academic staff members 
between 2009 and 2014. 
Table 1: Academic Staff and Student Population in South African universities from 
2009-2014 
Year 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 
Population of Students 837,779 892,943 938,200 953,373 983,698 968,890 
Academic Staff 16,320 16,684 16,935 17,452 17,838 18,192 
Source: South African Higher Education, 2014:309 
Table 1 shows that there has been great increase on the enrolment rate into universities in South 
Africa. Meanwhile, though the population of academic staff members increases, it is not 
commensurate to the population of the students. Table 1 above indicates that the ratio of 
lecturer to undergraduate student is 1:50+. In other words, one lecturer is expected to be 
responsible for over 50 students in normal circumstance based on the figure represented in the 
table above. However, this may not be applicable in some cases, as the rate of enrolment and 
employment varies from faculties. Hence, the fewer the lecturers in relation to the number of 
students, the more the difficulty that may be experienced during teaching and learning 
exercises. Thus, learning challenges may become inevitable. 
Poor Staff Welfare 
It is generally known and accepted that people work better when they are motivated. Workers 
are motivated to work due to different reasons ranging from intrinsic to extrinsic factors 
(Chamorro-Premuzic2013). One major factor that motivates workers to discharge their duties 
is the attractiveness of their remuneration or salary package. Lecturers, however, believe that 
they are poorly remunerated, therefore sometimes fail to put in their best. It is commonly said 
that ‘the rewards of lecturers are in heaven’, however, in the African context this is not an 
acceptable notion as lecturers wish to be rewarded here on earth in form of good salaries.  
Lecturers believe that they produce successful and well remunerated professionals in different 
fields, politicians inclusive; therefore, they should be well remunerated just like their products 
and counterparts in other professions. The remuneration of educators determines the level of 
input and consequently out put that will be experienced in the tasks to be accomplished and 
profession in which they find themselves (Gazette & Leddy 2013 and Sundheim, 2013). On 
the contrary, Ku, Tseng and Akarasriworn (2013) and Maina (2013) explains that the attitude 
of lecturers towards their lecturing profession is a determining factor towards the rate of 
learning challenges. Some lecturers are lazy in the discharge of their duties irrespective of the 
level of motivation they receive. Some of them are majorly after their salaries, not the work 
they are employed to do. According to Bala, Arshad and Noh (2017) the moment a lecturer 
begins to act lazy in discharging his or her duties, the students are bound to experience some 
forms of learning challenges, except for students who will attempt to undertake self-
development. Thus, the laziness of the lecturers and students determines the level of learning 
challenges that will be experienced by students. Moreover, Dessler (2008) and Naluwemba, 
Sekiwu and Okwenje (2016) state that good staff welfare provision enhances the performance 
of lecturers. Suffice to state that staff motivation is therefore considered a prerogative in 
ensuring quality teaching upon which the learning abilities of students seem to be greatly 
dependent. This implies that lecturers need to be motivated to discharge their duties in order to 
ensure that they deliver and students benefit from the good teaching and learning processes.    
Insecurity 
The issue of security is a major subject matter that hampers proper learning in tertiary 
institutions. In the South African context, insecurity is mainly experienced based on interna l 
factors. This could be student unrest caused by a disagreement between the students and the 
members of staff or administrative body of the school who probably fails to meet certain 
demands of the students. Azikiwe (2016) reports recently that three South African universit ies 
were shut down due to student protests. Patta (2016) explains that sometimes the protests in 
these institutions are as a result of racial discrimination between the black South African 
citizens and the coloured citizens or foreign students. Espinoza (2016) adds that the issue of 
fee increment and denial of certain insensitivities needed by students can lead to student 
violence within the institution, hampering learning. From the work of Azikiwe (2016) it can be 
deduced that sometimes crises on campus are escalated due to the influence of national politica l 
parties on the political parties represented on campus. This may lead to crises on campus and 
distort teaching and learning activities. 
Inadequate Orientation  
The way students position themselves to learn sometimes determines the extent to which they 
will learn. Hence, orientation is important. According to Wu, Garza and Guzman (2015) and 
Davis (2013), students are expected to be given good and proper orientation. He further 
explains that such exercise will keep them abreast of the necessary and needed information that 
will aid learning and promote success. It is expected to be done periodically, not just at the 
commencement of their programmes. On the contrary, according to the Department of 
Actuarial Science, South Africa report (2017), orientation is done once for all first year students 
in South African universities at the beginning of their programmes. This implies that 
insufficient orientation may be one of the causes of learning challenges experienced among 
undergraduate university students. Orientation programmes help to furnish students with 
adequate information which enable them to avoid or overcome specific challenges. 
Social Activities  
Social activities such as cultural presentations to encourage unity in diversity, team building 
and group performance, drama presentations among others on campuses tend to affect the rate 
at which students get to comprehend and learn what they are expected to learn. They sometimes 
constitute distraction for students, especially when they are not organized timeously.  Students 
are easily distracted and may find it difficult to focus (Umar, Yakubu and Bada (2010). Hence, 
social activities organized by the institution may need to be properly and timeously planned, 
otherwise the essence of such activities may be lost.  
Campus Unrest  
Campus unrest is one of the factors that constitute learning challenge amongst univers ity 
undergraduate students in South African. The moment chaos is experienced on campuses, 
learning becomes a challenge (Serino, 2015). The learning environment should be made 
conducive by education stakeholders for proper learning to take place (Mokoena, 2014). He 
further avers that in the South African context, learning has been disrupted, posing learning 
challenges amongst the students in different campuses. Table 2 below shows the different 
forms of unrest that have been experienced in different campuses of higher learning. The 
identified campus unrests have overtime led to loss of learning sessions and consequently 
caused learning challenges for students.   
Table 2: Causes and Consequences of Campus Unrest in South Africa from 2004-2016 
Year Institution  Cause(s) of Unrest Consequence(s) 
2004 University of 
Witwatersrand 
Poor funding by the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme 
and lack of accommodation 
Loss of learning sessions 
2009 University of 
Limpopo 
Poor funding by the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme 
Loss of learning sessions, 
properties and insecurity of 
lives. 
and poor provision of 
accommodation 
2009 Mangosuthu 
University of 
Technology 
Poor funding by the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme 
and poor provision of 
accommodation 
Loss of properties, learning 
sessions and insecurity 
2011 University of 
Limpopo 
Poor funding by the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme 
and poor provision of 
accommodation 
Loss of properties, 
insecurity of lives and loss 
of learning sessions 
2012 University of 
Limpopo 
Poor funding by the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme 
and poor provision of 
accommodation 
Insecurity of lives and 
properties, and loss of 
learning sessions 
2012 Tshwane Univers ity 
of Technology 
Poor funding by the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme 
and poor provision of 
accommodation 
Insecurity of lives and 
properties, and loss of 
learning sessions 
2012 Walter Sisulu 
University of 
Technology 
Poor funding by the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme 
and poor provision of 
accommodation 
Loss of learning sessions 
2012 False Bay College Poor funding by the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme 
and poor provision of 
accommodation 
Loss of learning sessions 
2012 College of Cape 
Town 
Poor funding by the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme 
Loss of learning sessions 
and poor provision of 
accommodation 
2014 University of 
Technology, Pretoria 
Poor funding by the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme 
(NSFAS) 
Destruction of properties 
and loss of learning 
sessions 
2014 Vaal University of 
Technology 
Poor funding by the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme 
and poor provision of 
accommodation 
Loss of learning sessions 
2015 University of 
Witwatersrand 
Poor funding by the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme 
and lack of accommodation 
Loss of learning sessions 
2015 University of Cape 
Town 
Demand for the removal of 
Cecil John Rhodes’ statue, 
slow transformation of the 
institution and racial 
discrimination 
Removal of statue, 
destruction of structures, 
and loss of learning 
sessions 
2015 Technical Vocational 
Education Training 
(TVET), Richards 
Bay 
Poor funding and ignorance to 
demand of students 
Destruction of institut ion 
and public properties, arrest 
of students and loss of 
learning sessions 
2016 Most Universities Demand for reduction of 
tuition 
Destruction of public 
facilities, loss of lives, 
arrest of students and loss 
of learning sessions 
Source: Nkosi (2012); Holgate (2012); Makoni (2014) 
Table 2 shows the identified causes and effects of campus unrest in South African tertiary 
institutions. Poor funding and neglect of students’ demand are identified as the major causes 
of campus unrest in South Africa. This leads to loss of learning session which cause learning 
challenges for students. For instance, the more the loss of learning sessions, the more the 
challenges learners will experience.    
 
Poor Infrastructure 
The available facilities in institutions of learning are expected to be commensurate to the 
population of users (Souriyavongsa, Rany, Abidin & Mei, 2013). In some South African 
universities, participatory access occurs due to limited resources (Akoojee & Nkomo, 2008). 
They further explain that it contributes to high rate of drop-out from tertiary institutions within 
the nation. This implies that learning challenges amongst undergraduate university students in 
South Africa occurs due to poor or less availability of infrastructures such as classrooms, 
residences for students, dining halls, water and power supply, among others. 
Lackadaisical attitude of lecturers to work 
The attitude of lecturers towards their profession and their students influence the academic 
performance of the students (Sikhwari; et al. 2015). Suffice to state that students who are 
lectured by hardworking lecturers who put up positive attitude are likely to experience good 
academic performance, compared to students lectured by lecturers with negative attitude 
towards work and their students.  
Poor Funding and Mismanagement 
The reduction in the funding of university education in South Africa is a major cause of poor 
quality of education received (Mabelebele, 2015). According to Akooje and Nkomo (2008) the 
poor quality education received in universities causes learning challenges for students. The 
2009 report of Higher Education South Africa (HESA) suggests that due to poor funding 
university education in South Africa has been unable to achieve the desired goal. According to 
the report, universities in South Africa are experiencing crisis in retaining quality and 
knowledgeable members of staff. However, Serfontein and Waal (2015) opine that univers ity 
education in South Africa suffers due to corrupt practices in the application of allocated funds. 
In other words, the allocated funds are mismanaged by authorities responsible for the 
universities. Surmise to state that poor funding and mismanagement of funds in the univers ity 
system of education in South Africa affects the quality of education received. This hampers the 
learning abilities of students and hinders their academic success and progress in various ways 
ranging from class activities to research works amongst others.  
Having considered the trend of learning challenges among undergraduate university students 
in South Africa, the trend of such challenges will be explored as applicable to the Nigerian 
context. 
REFLECTIONS OF LEARNING CHALLENGES IN NIGERIAN UNIVERSITIES 
Nigeria is commonly described as a nation with several universities. However, with about 200 
universities, learning challenges are experienced amongst students in its tertiary institut ions 
(Memory & Memory, 2013 and Petters & Okon, 2014). The case of Nigeria seems to be similar 
to South Africa. Learning challenges seem to be experienced in various ways by different 
students. Anzene (2014) as well as Nwoke, Osuji and Agi (2017) stress the point that learning 
challenges are caused in different forms ranging from the activities of the lecturer to actions 
and inactions of the students. Some of the causes of learning challenges amongst undergradua te 
university students in rural universities in Nigeria are explained below. 
EXPERIENCES OF LEARNING CHALLENGES IN NIGERIAN UNIVERSITIES 
Undergraduate university students experience learning challenges in different ways (Dimkpa, 
2011). These learning challenges comprise the language of instruction, assignment and 
feedback challenges, information and communication technology challenges amongst others. 
Language of Instruction 
 Nigeria practices multi- language system and this has led to the struggle of the language to be 
adopted as language of instruction in the nation (Aguiyi, 2012). According to Ukwuoma (2015) 
the use of Nigerian creole in lecturing will enhance the learning abilities of students. On the 
contrary, Igbojinwaekwu and Dorgu (2015) opine that an indigenous language should be 
adopted as the language of instruction. This is based on the belief that students learn faster and 
better in their mother tongue (Sawir, 2005). However, the English language remains the 
adopted language of instruction in Nigerian universities (Okudo, 2013). According to 
Igbojinwaekwu and Nneji (2012) the adoption of English language as language of instruct ion 
in Nigerian institutions of learning has constituted learning challenges for students and has 
affected the academic performance of the students. Surmise to state that the adoption of English 
language as language of instruction constitutes learning challenges for students in Nigerian 
universities. Thus, the adoption of an indigenous language is envisaged; however, this seems 
problematic due to the multi- language system practiced in the nation.   
Cultural Diversity of Students 
Nigeria practices multi-cultural ethnicity (Abamba, 2015). According to Doris and Doris 
(2011) cultural diversity constitutes learning challenges for students in Nigeria. They opine 
that when students fail to understand the effect of their cultural beliefs, perceptions and norms 
as well as those of their lecturers, they encounter different learning challenges. Contrarily, 
Aydin (2013) avers that cultural diversity is an important tool that can enhance the learning 
performance of students. However, Jensen (2004) asserts that for successful outcome and 
effectiveness of cultural diversity in Nigerian institutions of learning, the curriculum should be 
designed in such a manner that it would make provision for the cultural diversity of students. 
Henze et al. (in Evans 2007) in support of Jansen, explains that there should be cultura l 
integration in every learning situation. In other words, in a multi ethnic society like Nigeria, 
learning challenges will abound if the curriculum fails to accommodate different cultures both 
within and outside the nation. This implies that cultural diversity can remain a learning 
challenge for Nigerian students until it is well managed and handled based on the provision of 
the curriculum.  
Availability of Information Communication Technology  
Information Communication Technology (ICT) is vital and necessary in the 21st century 
classroom. The low availability of ICT facilities hinders high level of teaching and learning 
tertiary institutions. Hamilton-Ekeke and Mbachu (2015) and Karamti (2016) support the need 
for ICT facilities in universities. According to them, they aid and improve academic output 
within the nation and world at large. Quite unfortunate, Kigotho and Lloyd (2004) explain that 
it is below standard in the Nigerian society; hence, the desired result is not seen as expected. 
Amuchie (2015) and Karamti (2016) explain that poor supply of ICT facilities in tertiary 
institutions affect the pace of learning of the students. In support of this, Wallet and Melgar 
(2015) hold the view that paucity of electricity and internet facilities in Nigerian universit ies 
hinder good delivery in teaching and learning process. This implies that poor availability of 
Information Communication Technology (ICT) facilities constitute learning challenges for 
students in Nigerian universities. 
Assessment in Nigerian Tertiary Institutions 
Assessment of students in tertiary institutions is considered important. It is on this premise that 
students can be permitted to move to other forward. Most importantly, it helps a lecturer to 
know the extent to which he/she has performed and has been understood by the students. In 
addition, it is expected to act as feedback to the students to know the level of their performance. 
However, in Nigerian higher institutions of learning, this seems not to be carried out properly. 
Anzene (2014) argues that in the first place students are majorly interested in getting 
certificates, not the knowledge. This is based on the demand and expectation of the society. In 
most cases when people go for job interviews, they are firstly asked to tender their certifica tes 
not to prove their skills. Thus, in Nigeria, the emphasis is on acquisition of certificates. Students 
are sometimes assessed wrongly due to population and focus on meeting the target set by the 
administrative body of the institution. Sometimes, multiple choice question style is adopted in 
place of essay form. Similarly, theory is used at some instances in place of practical. In other 
situations, scripts are transferred to students to assess their fellow students. In such situations, 
it becomes difficult for the lecturer to give a proper feedback to the students. Anzene (2014) 
argues that assessment of students must be appropriately carried out.  
Loss of Academic Session 
Zakaria (2014) as well as Davies, Ekwere and Uyanga (2015) state that loss of academic session 
constitutes learning challenges for university students in Nigeria. According to Etadon (2013) 
and Albar and Onye (2016), loss of academic session is majorly caused by unrest experienced 
on campuses. However, Adeogun and Osifila (2009) and Ajayi (2014) explain that loss of 
academic session in Nigerian universities can be due to disagreement between the government 
and university staff association. Such disagreement they explain disrupts the school calendar 
and that leads to loss of academic session which eventually constitutes learning challenges for 
the students. Suffice to state that strike actions on campuses as well as all forms of unrests 
which lead to loss academic sessions in Nigerian universities constitute learning challenges for 
students. 
CAUSES OF LEARNING CHALLENGES IN NIGERIAN UNIVERSITIES   
Several factors are responsible for learning challenges in Nigerian rural universities (Dimkpa, 
2011). According to Umar, Yakubu and Bada (2010) the challenges hamper development in 
different areas and parts of the nation. Ajala (2012) explains that several factors are responsible 
for learning challenges experienced amongst students in the rural tertiary institutions in 
Nigeria. Some of these factors include: appointment of members of staff, population of 
students, availability of ICT and social infrastructures, poor staff welfare, insecurity, language 
of instruction, orientation, cultural diversity, student unrest, socio-economic status of students 
among others. 
Perception of Lecturers by Students 
The manner in which students perceive their lecturers determines the level of deference they 
will show to such lecturers (Asare & Adzrolo, 2013). According to Ajayi, Ekundayo and 
Osalusi (2010) Dimkpa (2011) and Memory and Memory (2013), students in Nigerian 
universities experience learning challenges because they sometimes perceive their lecturers as 
people who can be bribed, threatened or maneuvered to get the desired result in different 
courses. Surmise to state that students cause learning challenges for themselves by perceiving 
their lecturers wrongly and failing to relate with them appropriately. 
Population (Student-Lecturer Ratio) 
Overpopulation in Nigerian universities has become the order (Petters & Okon, 2014). 
Lecturers continuously express displeasure in the population growth of the institut ions 
(Okebukola, 2002). The National Universities Commission (NUC) also continues to fight 
against the ratio of lecturers to students in Nigerian universities, yet all seem to no avail 
(Agboola & Adeyemi, 2017). Anzene (2014) aver that large population size is a major factor 
affecting the learning abilities of undergraduate university students in Nigerian universities.  
According to the National University Commission (NUC), the guidelines for lecturer-student 
ratio are as stated in the table 3 below: 
Table 3: NUC Lecturer-Student Ratio Guideline per faculty 
Faculty NUC Guidelines 
Agricultural Science 1:15 
Arts 1:30 
Education 1:30 
Engineering 1:15 
Law 1:30 
Management Sciences 1:30 
Science 1:20 
Social Sciences 1:30 
Source: National University Commission (2006:19)  
 
Fatunde (2013) avers that due to the increase in the rate of enrolment into public universit ies 
and decrease or stagnancy in the employment rate of staff members, the ratio of lecturers to 
students is not commensurate compared to the guidelines of NUC, as identified in table 2.5 
above. Fatunde, (2013) further opines that he lowest ratio of lecturers to students in public 
universities in Nigeria is approximately; 1:122.  Ikegulu and Oranusi (2014) commenting on 
the effects of large population size of students’ state that increase in enrolment into Nigerian 
universities drastically affects the population size of the institutions and this in turn affects the 
level of quality of professionalism displayed by lecturers and experienced by students. 
Mukhanji, Ndiku and Obaki (2016) argue that as long as the infrastructures are still the same, 
the rate of enrolment must be checkmated, otherwise, learning challenges will be experienced 
continuously.  
Poor Staff Welfare 
According to Dimkpa (2011) lecturers in Nigerian universities get involved in several other 
businesses, forgetting their primary assignments in order to make money. This implies that 
lecturers seem to experience poor staff welfare, which is capable of constituting learning 
challenges for students. Additionally, Ajala (2012) explains that job satisfaction is a factor 
upon which staff welfare is predicated. One of the effects of job dissatisfaction is the quality 
of job delivery which will negatively affect students.  
Insecurity 
Insecurity in Nigerian university environments is a threat that poses learning challenges to the 
undergraduate university students (Obijulu, 2012). According to Aina and Ogundele (2014) the 
state of insecurity in relation to university education in Nigeria is caused majorly by two forces,  
classified into: external and internal forces. The external forces include the Bokoharam crises, 
Niger Delta saga and Fulani Herdsmen crises amongst others, while the internal forces include 
cultism and hooliganism. These forces hinder students from accessing the libraries, laboratories 
and sometimes campus (Aina & Ogundele, 2014). Learning challenges are inevitable for 
students when deprived accessibility to these study areas due to insecurity emanating from 
restricted movement (Isokpan & Durojaye, 2016). This implies that students who are unable to 
move freely due to insecurity on or outside campus and cannot access relevant study materia ls 
are most likely to experience learning challenges.   
Orientation 
The orientation given to students in tertiary institutions serves as guide to the students all 
through their stay in the institution. Kember and Gow (1994) are of the opinion that one of the 
major causes of learning challenges experienced by students in tertiary institutions is the level 
and kind of orientation they are given, especially at their debut in the institution. This is 
applicable in the Nigerian situation where students act as novice for a long time before they get 
acclimatized to the trend in such institution. In fact, sometimes, they only get to understand the 
system in operation when they have wasted a good part of their stay on campus. However, if 
the reverse were to be the case, they would have been able to make positive impacts and 
progress in their studies.   
 
Social Activities 
Social activities on campus are factors that pose learning challenges. Zhu, Kaplan, Dershimer 
and Bergom (2011) consider this in light of how students relate with their peers. They further 
aver that the job of a lecturer can be rendered useless and of no effect if the activities of peer 
groups are not put to check. Kuznekoff, Munz and Titsworth (2015) in explaining the issue of 
social factor being a cause of learning challenges in universities explains that the use of ICT 
facilities by students must be controlled where possible; otherwise, ICT gadgets remain major 
forms of distraction to students. This is applicable to the Nigerian society where almost all 
students have access to an Ipad, sophisticated handset, Tablet, amongst others. According to 
Kirkup and Kirkwood (2005) and Wagner, (2001) ICT gadgets are of great use especially at 
that level, however in the absence of proper control, they become instruments of distraction.  
 
Campus Unrest 
Student unrest is a factor in the Nigerian tertiary education system that affects learning (Aluede, 
Jimoh, Agwinede & Omoregie, 2005). Adeyemi (2009) conducted a study to investigate the 
causes of student unrest in Nigerian tertiary institutions and the correlation with learning. 1,460 
participants were used for the study; this included 850 members of staff and 610 final year 
students. Questionnaires were distributed across nine universities, thereafter analysis was done. 
The result shows that there is correlation between student unrest and learning. Finding of the 
study also shows that student unrest is caused by certain factors ranging from large population, 
insensitivity of top administrative members of staff to the demand of students. Similar study 
was carried out by Akeusola, Viatonu and Asikhia (2012) who used a descriptive survey. 
Questionnaires were administered to 954 sample of the study who included students, members 
of staff, union leaders, and heads of tertiary institutions who were drawn using stratified 
sampling technique. The data were analysed using Statistical Package for Social Science 
(SPSS) 20.0 software package. The result shows that in addition to poor attention to student 
welfare, tuition fee also causes student unrest. They submit that the learning abilit ies of 
Nigerian students are affected by ‘student unrest’. Following similar trend, Odu (2014) 
conducted a descriptive survey using quantitative design. The study was aimed at investiga t ing 
the causes and consequences of student unrest in Nigerian universities. Simple stratified 
random technique was used to select the 6,800 participants of the study. Questionnaires were 
administered to the sample and analysed using t test. The result indicates that cultism, 
inadequate facilities, attitude of some members of staff at the helm of affairs cause student 
unrest which in turn affects learning. The study of Davies, Ekwere, and Uyanga, (2015) 
corroborates the findings of Odu (2014) on the causes of student unrest and its effect on the 
learning abilities of students. The study of Davies et al. (2015) employed the use of 
questionnaires which were administered to 367 participants. The result indicates that while 
cultism, periodic strike actions, breakage of institution laws and orders, and poor social 
infrastructures cause student unrest in a very high manner, student union activities cause 
student unrest in a low manner. However, like other studies, the study also shows that learning 
challenges is predicated on student unrest. The table below shows different student unrest in 
various Nigerian universities and the consequences.  
Table 4: Causes and Consequences of Campus Unrest in Nigeria from 1960-2005 
Year Institution Cause(s) of Unrest Consequence(s) 
1960 Many Nigerian 
universities 
Signing of military treaty by 
the federal government 
Cancellation of treaty and 
loss of learning session 
1970 Ahmadu Bello 
University, Zaria 
poor feeding and 
accommodation 
Loss of teaching sessions 
1971 University of Ibadan students request for the 
removal of welfare officer 
Death of a student and loss 
of learning sessions 
1974 University of Ibadan Student request for the 
removal of catering officer 
Loss of lives of students 
and learning sessions 
1978 Ahmadu Bello 
University, Zaria 
Increase of tuition fee nationwide demonstration 
by University students 
1981 Ahmadu Bello 
University, Zaria 
Religious crisis and conflic t 
with Vice Chancellor 
Removal of Vice 
chancellor and losses of 
lives 
1981 Obafemi Awolowo 
University 
Cultism Activities Loss of lives and learning 
sessions 
1981 University of Nigeria, 
Nsukka 
Insufficient social 
infrastructures 
Loss of learning sessions 
1984 Many Nigerian 
Universities 
Introduction of Tuition fees Loss of academic sessions 
1986 Ahmadu Bello 
University 
Insensitivity of univers ity 
authority 
Loss of learning sessions 
and expulsion of students 
1987 University of Lagos Threat of expulsion of 
student union leader  
Loss of learning sessions 
1988 University of Jos Government removal of fuel 
subsidy 
Loss of learning sessions 
and six months close down 
of institution. 
1989 Many universities in 
Nigeria 
Introduction of Structural 
Adjustment Programme 
(SAP) by the federal 
government of Nigeria 
Shut down of many 
Nigerian institutions and 
loss of lives 
1991 Obafemi Awolowo, 
Ife, Ilorin, Abeokuta 
Universities 
Failure to yield to students’ 
demand 
Loss of learning sessions 
1992 Many Nigerian 
Universities 
Deregulation of Nigerian 
currency, and inflation 
Loss of lives, shut down of 
many universities 
1998 Ambrose Alli 
University 
Cult activities Loss of live and closure of 
institution 
2002 Lagos State University Killing of student union 
leader 
Loss of lives and learning 
sessions 
2003 Many Nigerian 
Universities 
Increase in fuel price loss of learning sessions 
2004 Ebonyi State 
University 
Poor social infrastructure Loss of learning sessions 
2005 OlabisiOnabanjo 
University 
Killing of students by 
community members 
Loss of lives, 50 vehicles, 
palace of the monarch and 
academic sessions 
2005 OlabisiOnabanjo 
University 
Clash between the police 
force and students 
Burning of branch of 
WEMA bank and police 
divisional headquarters 
office 
Sources: Akinade (1993); Aluede, Jimoh, Agwinede and Omoregie (2005); The Punch 
Newspaper June 17, 2005; The Guardian Newspaper June 17, 2005 
Table 4 shows the causes of campus unrest in Nigerian universities from 1960 to 2005 
involving different institutions: urban and rural inclusive. Cultism and poor funding are 
considered as the major causes of campus unrest in Nigerian universities, while loss of 
academic sessions and properties are the consequences of these unrests.  
Poor Infrastructure 
Lecturers claim to have too many undergraduate students, with limited facilities to lecture, 
therefore, they find it difficult to impact knowledge as they have been employed to do. 
However, they seem to be lagging behind pedagogically when compared to their counterparts 
in other nations of the world. According to Glewwe and Muralidharan (2015) the reason for 
the establishment of an institution of higher learning is to impact knowledge, hence anything 
short of that is tantamount to malpractice and aids learning challenges. If an admitted patient 
in a given hospital dies due to negligence on the part of the doctor who forgets to perform a 
specific task or performed the task wrongly probably due to power failure which seems to be a 
tenable excuse. The doctor will still be blamed and charged for professional malpractice. Such 
is the case with a lecturer who fails in applying the appropriate pedagogical skills, yet continues 
to give excuses. Wall and Sarver (2014) further opine that lecturers can be described as the root 
cause of learning challenges experienced amongst undergraduate students in tertiary 
institutions in any nation due to their failure to do what is expected of them, which is the 
premise upon which the institution has been established and they have been employed. As a 
matter of practice in most circumstances, an undergraduate university student who is not well 
taught and does not understand what has been taught will most likely experience some forms 
of challenges in attempting to acquire knowledge (Wall & Sarver, 2014). Dusu, Gotan, Deshi 
and Gambo (2016) explain that in the Nigerian university system, several lecturers possess 
various certificates that enabled them to get employed, unfortunately, they lack the pedagogical 
skills needed in the delivery of the subject matter they are expected to teach the students. 
Meanwhile, accessibility to library, availability of up to date books, stress of lack of electric ity, 
transportation among others constitute poor infrastructures which pose learning challenges to 
undergraduate university students in Nigeria (Salako, 2014). 
Lackadaisical attitude of lecturers to work 
Lecturers’ lazy attitude to work is considered as factor that causes learning challenges for 
students. Essiam, Mensah, Kudu and Gyamfi (2015) and Masum, Azad and Beh (2015) consent 
that lack of job satisfaction sometimes cause lecturers to put-up lazy and negative attitude to 
work. According to Ajala (2012) lazy and negative attitude of lecturers to work contribute to 
learning challenges experienced by students. This attitude from lecturers lead to non-
completion of course outlines, poor feedbacks and consequently poor academic performance 
of students (Dimkpa, 2011). Surmise to state that lackadaisical attitude from lecturers will 
cause learning challenges for undergraduate rural university students who find it difficult to 
read and understand on their own accord, let alone being left to study without the guidance of 
lecturers as required. 
Poor Funding and Mismanagement 
Poor funding is attributed as the cause of the low quality of education received in Nigerian 
universities (Odia & Omofonmwan, 2007). The low quality of university education received 
causes learning challenges for the students (Ololube, 2016). According to Asiyai (2013) in 
support of poor funding and quality in Nigerian university education explains that the nation 
needs good funding in order for quality education which will attract global standard to be 
provided. However, Udoma, the minister for budget in Nigeria (2017) avers that huge amount 
of money is invested in the educational sector. He avers that the sector gets the highest budget 
allocation after the Ministry of Defence (MoD). Contrarily, Nwakpa (2015) states that there is 
huge investment made in education in Nigeria to ensure quality, however, due to high level of 
corruption, the desired result is not achieved. Ololube (2016) in support of corruption being the 
cause of poor quality in education, states that there is high rate of mismanagement and 
misappropriation of public fund in education. This implies that lack of proper monitoring of 
fund in university education in Nigeria leads to poor quality education and that causes learning 
challenges for the students.  
CONCLUSION 
The study explored learning challenges experienced by undergraduates in rural based African 
universities. The focus was based on Nigeria and South Africa basically because of the rate of 
drop-out of students as Nigeria and South Africa are ranked amongst the first three countries 
with the highest rate of drop-out. Moreover, these two countries are considered the most 
economically developed in Africa. Related literatures which were reviewed in accordance to 
trends of learning challenges in South Africa and Nigeria were presented in this study. The 
reviewed literature involved the past and contemporary learning challenge issues, with 
emphasis on the clarification of the concept, types of learning challenges, its causes and 
countermeasures the findings show that undergraduates in rural based African universit ies 
experience learning challenges based on the following factors among others: perception of 
lecturers, student-lecturer relationships, poor availability of infrastructures, campus unrest, 
student-lecturer ratio and students’ academic background as well as their family socio-
economic background.    
RECOMMENDATIONS 
Sequel to the reviewed literatures, the following recommendations are made: 
 Lecturers in rural based universities should be encouraged, trained and motivated to 
maintain cordial relationship with their students. This will help boost the confidence of 
the students and consequently enhance their learning abilities and academic 
performance. 
 Appropriate and regular dialogue with students representatives should be encouraged. 
This will help in the avoidance of campus unrest. 
 Appropriate infrastructures should be made available for students. This will promote 
quality in teaching and learning activities, and enhance the learning performance of 
students. 
 The recruitment of lecturers should be prompt. This will assist in ensuring that the 
ratio of students-lecturers is manageable and adequate to ensure appropriate teaching 
and learning.  
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